Painting

the Windows?"

By LCdr. Michael Carambas
Safety Officer
VAW-117

aving just returned from asix-month
H deployment to the Arabian Gulf, | was

ready to return to my peaceful lifeand
homestead in Norfolk. Thefly-inwent asplanned,
and al four E-2Csreturned safely. Aswe shut down
theaircraft, our spouseswereontheflight line,
waiting in anticipation. Thereunionswerejoyful—
almost making up for thetime away. After all the
pleasantries, we headed home. Aswe pulled into the
garage, my wife handed memy “honey-do” list.
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Because| had received ordersto Washington, D.C.,
and we needed to sell our house and move, thelist
waslonger than normal.

My wife’'s number-onetask for mewasto paint
our bedroom. After gathering the supplies, | remem-
bered | didn’t own arespirator. During deployment,
whileserving asaircraft divison officer, | satinon
divisona hazmat training. My corrosion branch
stressed theimportance of wearing respiratorswhile
painting, especialy inthe confined spacesof a
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hangar deck. AstheDiv O, | listened to thelecture,
but sincel never had to paint an aircraft, | didn’t
really learnthelesson.

Theday | choseto paint wasraw and windy, so
| closed the windowsto keep out the draft. | cleaned
thewallsbeforel primed all the surfaces. Opening
the can of primer, | ignored thewarning that the
room should bewell ventilated. | noticed astrong
smell coming from the can, but themore | used the
primer, theless| noticed the smell. It got to the point
that | didn’t even smell it anymore. | wasbeginning
tofeel euphoric over how quickly thejob wasgoing
and how well | wasdoing.

Wanting to keep up the momentum and get the
job donequickly, I pressed on with the painting. |
started with the baseboardsand trim. Initially, it went
very smooth, but | noticed my vision wasbeginning
to blur. Next, | broke out the sprayer and started on
thewalls. | noticed the room was getting warmer
thanit wasbefore, but | kept at it. | wanted to get
thisjobfinished.

It was becoming difficult to paint straight, and |
was starting to see bright spotson thewall. | felt like
| wasinahigh-altitudetrainer inflight schoal.
[Author’s note: In that trainer, you are exposed to
lower levels of oxygen, which produces hypoxia.
You tend to lose your ability to concentrate, and
your coordination suffers.]

| wasstill working onthewall when my wife
opened the door and said, “Honey, areyou all right?’
As soon as she opened that door, | felt the rush of
fresh air, and my head began to clear. She continued,
“I could smell the paint downstairs. Why do you
havethewindows closed? And why did you just
paint thewindow?’

Sure enough, | looked at thewindow | had
sprayed with paint. The fumesfrom the primer and
paint had overcome me, and my “professional” job
had become adisaster.

I’m not surewhat would have happened if my
wife hadn’t been home during my painting fiasco. |
didn’t apply any risk management to thetask. |
ignored thevariouswarningsand didn’t try to control
or correct the situationsthat caused my over-
exposureto paint fumes. Now when | sit through
maintenancetraining, | pay specia attentiontothe
hazmat portion. Also, | bought arespirator toinclude
inmy home-painting gear.g

[Note: After receiving this story, | called a
paint distributor and asked if latex paint could
have this effect on a person. | thought only oil-
based paints caused the type of condition the
author had. To my surprise, the paint technician
said that latex paints have an ammonia base and
that they can cause these effects if you don't
ventilate the space you are working in. That’s
why they put that warning on the label.—Ed.]

A Conversation With Mom

ne of our Safety Center staffers relayed this

telephone conversation he had with his
mother recently. He asked that his name not be
mentioned because he sends this magazine to his
mother and doesn’t want her to know he ratted
on her.

“Mom, what’ sthat annoying beeping I’ m hearing
inthebackground?’

“Oh, that carbon-monoxide alarm you gavemeis
broken.”

“1 bought that only acouple of yearsago. What
doyou mean, it'sbroken?’

“Well, it started beeping the other day. | thought
it needed anew battery, so | went into town and
bought one. Thosethings are expensive, you know.
It'sstill beeping, even after | putinthenew one. So
think thealarmisbroken.”

Winter 00-01

“Mom, you need to get your furnace and hot-
water heater looked at. Not only that, you need to
turn them off for the night.”

“Why?’

“Becauseyou’ ve probably got aleak some-
where, and you need someoneto |ook at them.”

“I just had the furnace worked on. You' d think
the repairman would have noticed if somethingwas
broken. Besides, thefurnace and the heater are
working just fine.”

“Maybe, but you need to get them looked at right
away.”

Mom finally agreed, and thenext morning a
repairman came out. Hefound that the last repair-
man hadn’t reconnected the exhaust vent properly,
so gaswasventing inside.

| was happy that | had bought my mom the
alarm and even happier I’ d convinced her to trust it. i
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